Purpose -The purpose of this paper is to assess customer perceptions of integration of marketing communications, brand awareness, and brand image in hospitality. Moreover, cross-cultural diff erences are considered when evaluating all the concepts, since national culture can have a considerable impact on customer behavior.
INTRODUCTION
Marketing communications are not only one of the most discussed tools of the marketing mix, due to their increasing impact on both society and business practices, but also the most fascinating (De Pelsmacker, Geuens & Van den Bergh, 2007) . The Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) approach has emerged in the last few decades and has embraced the idea of coordination and synergies of diff erent marketing communication tools and channels to achieve the major impact (Laurie & Mortimer, 2011) . The notion of integration of marketing communications was spurred on by a number of challenges that enterprises are facing today, such as: fragmentation of the media and audiences (De Pelsmacker et al., 2007) , diminishing impact of advertising (Torp, 2009 ), greater competitiveness (Duncan & Everett, 1993) , a need for a greater diff erentiation (De Pelsmacker et al., 2007) , more effi cient and sophisticated communication discipline (Kim, Han & Schultz, 2004) , social expectations related to desire of integration, synergies, and greater responsibility (Torp, 2009) , and so on.
In particular, customer empowerment emerged as a main driving factor of IMC (Kim et al., 2004; De Pelsmacker et al., 2007) . Every consumer is exposed to several marketing communication tools daily: advertising, sales promotions, direct marketing, public relations, personal selling, sponsorship, etc. In today's marketing environment, consumer himself/herself takes control of the communication process, as he/ she decides whether and when to receive the message (Kliatchko, 2008 (Kliatchko, , 2009 Keller, 2009) and goes through the integration process as he/she makes sense of the received messages (Kliatchko, 2009 ). Considering IMC from a customer point of view is critical as IMC advocates for an "outside-in" approach, that is, fi rst looking at the integration from the customer or prospect point of view, rather than a traditional inside-out perspective (Anantachart, 2004) . Although IMC still remains the main topic in the academic research (Kliatchko, 2009 ), further research is necessary due to the lack of consumer perceptions of IMC (Šerić & Gil-Saura, 2012 ). This paper attempts at addressing this issue as it examines the perceptions of IMC among customers, i.e. guests of upscale hotels.
On the other hand, brand awareness and brand image are critical for organizations as they both represent signifi cant dimensions of brand equity (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993 ) -a term that refl ects an extra value that consumers attach to a product through its brand (Pappu, Quester & Cooksey, 2006 ).
In particular, brand awareness is related to the strength of a brand's presence in the customer's mind (Aaker, 1991) . In turn, brand image is defi ned as "consumer perceptions of and preferences for a brand, as refl ected by the various types of brand associations held in consumers' memory" (Keller, 2009, p. 143 ). In the hotel context, both variables are often examined as components of a hotel's brand equity (Kim & Kim, 2005) . However, further research on brand awareness and brand image is necessary to understand their potential in terms of their contribution to competitive advantage (Šerić, Gil-Saura & Ruiz-Molina, 2014). Therefore, another objective of this paper is to analyze customer perceptions of these two variables in a specifi c context, i.e. at upscale hotels.
Finally, all the topics addressed in the paper are studied under a cross-cultural approach since we are not aware of any study that analyzes the impact of culture on the constructs analyzed here. In particular, guests' perceptions are examined in the light of their national culture after previous studies have shown that this variable can infl uence customers' perceptions and intentions.
LITERATURE REVIEW

Marketing communication -an integration approach
Marketing communications are not limited to the fi eld of advertising any more. Under the IMC approach, the traditional rigid division between the "above the line" (i.e. advertising) and "below the line" tools (i.e. public relations, sales promotions, direct marketing, personal selling, sponsorship, and so on) has given way to a "through the line" approach (Schultz, 1999) , where each communication tool must be combined with others to maximize its strengths and minimize its weaknesses (Anantachart, 2004 
Brand awareness and brand image
Brand awareness is a fi rst step towards the creation of brand equity and is defi ned as the potential ability of a consumer to recognize and/or remember the name of the brand (Aaker, 1991) . In particular, Aaker (1991) and Keller (1993) have pointed out that brand awareness is related to the strength of the brand in the minds of consumers, as refl ected in the consumer's ability to identify the brand under diff erent conditions.
According to Keller (2003) , high-level brand awareness has three types of benefi ts. First, awareness provides the learning advantage: the higher the level of awareness the easier it is for consumers to learn about the brand and the better the brand is registered in their mind. Second, awareness has advantages because high- Aaker (1991) defi nes three levels of brand awareness: 1) top of mind -the highest level of awareness where the brand dominates the mind and pops up as fi rst when consumer is asked to name a brand within a product category; 2) unaided brand recall -refl ects awareness of a brand when it comes to mind as soon as its product category is mentioned; and 3) brand recognition -related to familiarity and linking acquired from past exposure, it can be considered as a manner of aided recall. Similarly, Keller (2003) has argued that brand awareness consists of brand recognition and recall. While recognition implies that consumers are able to identify the brand properly as they have seen it or heard about it before, recall is based on the correct identifi cation of the brand in a given product category. In the hotel context, brand awareness is usually estimated through top-of-mind, unaided recall (e.g. Prasad & Dev, 2000) , and brand recognition (e.g. Kim & Kim, 2005 ).
On the other hand, brand image is defi ned as "consumer perceptions of and preferences for a brand, as refl ected by the various types of brand associations held in consumers' memory" (Keller, 2009, p. 143 ). According to Ogilvy, consumers buy a product because it is associated with the image of the brand, and are attracted or not by a product due to its brand image. Therefore, establishment of a positive and diff erentiated image is critical for the success of a brand (De Salas, 2012) . In this sense, the creation of brand image is a central part of the communication strategy of a company (Alba & Hutchinson, 1987) , as it facilitates knowledge, positioning, and associations with tangible and intangible features and positioning. Moreover, it contributes to the process of obtaining information, helps in the decision-making process of the consumer through diff erentiation and brand extension, creating positive feelings and attitudes towards the brand, and providing a reason to buy (Aaker, 1991) .
In the hospitality literature, brand image is considered as both a multidimensional and a one-dimensional concept and is frequently examined together with other variables, such as loyalty, satisfaction, commitment, perceived quality, and perceived value. Thus, for example, Kandampully and Hu (2007) explored the hotel image as the antecedent of customer loyalty in fi ve diff erent chain hotels of New Zealand, operationalizing the construct through a holistic hotel image and attributes dimension of the hotel. Later, Ekinci, Dawes and Massey (2008) concluded that ideal self-congruence had positive eff ects on consumer satisfaction, while actual self-congruence was not related to consumer satisfaction. In addition, in her study carried out in 14 Italian four-star hotels, Buonocore (2010) demonstrated that perceived external organizational image signifi cantly moderated the relationship between work status and aff ective commitment of organizational members, confi rming the crucial role of the organizational image created for outsiders in determining organizational identifi cation.
Research on national culture in marketing and hospitality
Culture is a social phenomenon of a multidimensional nature (Donthu & Yoo, 1998 ) that can be classifi ed by diff erent typologies, such as, national, industrial, occupational, corporate, and organizational (Pizam, 1993 With respect to subject areas examined, the authors found very few studies addressing the marketing area (mainly from the cross-cultural perspective) that were centered on the following topics: a) client satisfaction (e.g. . From these fi ndings we can conclude that cross-cultural research in the hospitality marketing literature is rather limited. In addition, there is no any empirical evidence on the constructs studied in this work within the scope of research on culture in the hotel context.
RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND METHOD
To accomplish the main purpose of this research, we developed diff erent specifi c objectives. In particular, we aimed at: a) examining the implementation of IMC from the customer perspective; b) studying the evaluation of brand awareness and brand image from the customer perspective; c) observing whether there are diff erences between customer perceptions according to their national cultures.
To collect data, we elaborated a structured questionnaire, consisting of closed-end questions measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale and written in English, Croatian, Spanish, and Italian. To measure IMC, we employed the adapted scale of Lee and Park (2007) . These questions were adapted slightly to the hotel context. To evaluate brand awareness, we used the adapted scale of Kim, Jin-Sun and Kim (2008) , which was already employed in hotels. Finally, brand image was assessed through the scale of Kim and Kim (2005) , used in their study of upscale hotel companies. Before its fi nal submission, the questionnaire was pretested on 10 individuals who have previously stayed in a hotel. Finally, it was self-administered and partially administered through personal interviews.
The empirical research was conducted in Croatia's four-star and fi ve-star hotels located in the Dalmatia, Kvarner, and Istria regions, as well as in the capital of Zagreb. In the fi rst place, the invitation to participate in this research was sent to 60 Croatian hotels, i.e. 27 fi ve-star and 33 fourstar hotels. According to three experts of the Croatian hotel industry, the selected hotels were the most suitable for this research. Out of a total of 60 hotels, managers of 24 of them permitted to interview 20 guests staying in each hotel. With an extremely high response rate (98.95 %), a total of 475 guests were approached: 252 staying in 14 four-star hotels and 223 in 10 fi ve-star hotels. The convenience sampling method was used, as hotel guests were selected on the basis of their availability and willingness to participate in the study.
DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS
As presented in Table 1 , out of 475 hotel guests involved, 108 (22.7 %) were from Croatia, 101 (21.3 %) from Italy, 65 (13.7 %) from Germany, 57 (12 %) from UK, 39 (8.2 %) from the United States, 35 (7.4 %) from Austria, and so on. As one of the objectives of our research was to test the infl uence of national culture on guest perceptions, we have decided to divide our sample into diff erent subsamples. In particular, we obtained the following three subsamples according to the guests' national culture: Croatians (N=108), Italians (N=101), and Germans and Austrians (N=101). According to the model of Hofstede (2001) , Germans and Austrians reach similar overall country scores in some dimensions. Moreover, our study shows that these two national cultures perceive all the studied constructs similarly, which is why we believed they could be examined as a homogenous group. As this was not the case with British and American guests, we decided not to observe them as a single subsample and not to include them in the cross-cultural analysis due to the limited number of respondents.
To examine the guest perceptions of IMC, brand awareness, and brand image in upscale hotels and observe whether there are signifi cant differences between guests coming from diff erent cultures, descriptive statistics and nonparametric tests were carried out for data analysis, using SPSS software (version 17). The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was fi rst performed in order to check the normality of data distribution. The results showed that the data were not normally distributed since almost all items had critical values lower than .05. Therefore, as a non-parametric method to be performed when data do not show normal distribution, the Kruskal-Wallis test was used to determine whether the obtained diff erences between the three compared samples are statistically signifi cant.
Regarding IMC, the results show that this variable received a high evaluation by all guests (M=4.03). When comparing the three subsamples, we found signifi cant diff erences existing between the two IMC items, i.e. consistency of marketing communication tools and channels (p=.008) and brand image consistency (p=.021). Both items reached the highest scores among Croatian guests. Regarding two other subsamples, the fi rst IMC item was assessed better by Italians, while the second one performed better among Germans and Austrians (see Table 2 ). Finally, the brand image factor received a relatively high mean value (M=3.91). More specifi cally, the following indicators were assessed highly among all guests: a) kind staff (M=4.46); b) comfortable (M=4.35); c) cleanliness (M=4.33); and d) high level of service (M=4.29). Once again, the items performed better among Croatian guests, except in the case of the excessive service attribute. The overall brand image was rated the lowest by Germans and Austrians, although Italian guests also assigned lower scores in a number of indicators (i.e., comfortable, high level of service, cleanliness, luxury, expensive, suitable for high-class, kind staff , excessive service, and
With respect to brand awareness (see Table  3 ), this factor received the mean value of 3.46 among all guests. The lowest evaluated items were hotel awareness (M=3. 10) and hotel brand awareness (M=3. 14), while the recall of hotel characteristics (M=3.78) and the recognition of the hotel among others (M=3.83) scored the highest. The Croatian subsample assessed all these aspects with the highest scores, followed by the Italian subsample and fi nally by the German and Austrian subsample, which assigned the lowest of all scores. According to the Kruskal-Wallis test, these diff erences are statistically signifi cant, as all the obtained p values equaled .0. brand familiarity). The Kruskal-Wallis test suggested that the diff erences between the three defi ned groups are statistically signifi cant in the case of most indicators, except the following ones: a) feeling special (p=0.72); b) excessive service (p=.370); and c) diff erent image (p=.290). All these data are presented in Table 4 .
and more moderate levels of brand awareness among hotel guests. In general, we also found statistically signifi cant diff erences in guest evaluations among the three established groups, i.e. Croatians, Italians, and Germans and Austrians, where the group composed of Croatians evaluated all the constructs with higher scores. 
CONCLUSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND FUTURE RESEARCH
The aim of this study was to address three key constructs in the marketing literature from the consumer perspective, i.e. Integrated Marketing Communications, brand awareness, and brand image. The contribution is also made to the hotel environment, as the variables were examined from a cross-cultural perspective -an issue that was completely neglected in the hospitality literature to date. Our results revealed relatively high perceptions of IMC and brand image, consumers will acquire fragmented media images in a confusing marketing environment and will retain only a limited amount of information. As suggested by McGrath (2005) , a brand with a consistent set of stimuli has more possibilities to deliver a single, unifi ed message to the consumer than brands attempting to deliver diff erent message stimuli. Therefore, marketing managers need to embrace the communication consistency in order to make their IMC campaign work.
Moreover, the results reveal a moderate perception of brand awareness among all hotel guests examined in this study. This is another important implication for hotel managers, who need to consistently assure brand awareness through the integration of their marketing communications. In particular, Croatian hotel marketers should do their best to increase both hotel awareness and hotel brand awareness since these two items scored rather low mean vales. When access to the memory of the consumer is easy and immediate, a brand will reach high levels of recognition and have a high level of awareness. This helps consumers in their purchase decision-making process, as they will consider those brands that come to mind with a small or even no eff ort. Marketers should be aware of the fact that brand awareness aff ects consumer decisions in terms of both behavior and emotional components. In this sense, with increasing brand recognition in the minds of consumers, the probability of choosing a brand will increase accordingly. In addition, a wellknown brand will create a feeling of pleasure and familiarity, which makes customers choose that specifi c brand instead of another. This is the major issue that Croatian hotel marketers need to address in order to increase awareness of their hotels and brands.
Another implication is that managers need to do their best to create a favorable brand image, ensure comfort, cleanliness, and a high-level of service. Specifi cally, hotels managers should be able to create a diff erentiated image, making sure that their guests feel special during their stay at the hotel. By doing so, hotels will obtain satisfi ed customers, who will be willing to return and give positive recommendations about the hotel.
Furthermore, marketers must take into account cultural diff erences that occur when evaluating hotel service, as diff erent cultures assigned statistically diff erent scores to the examined dimensions and their indicators. In particular, marketing activities should seek to improve the perception of all the constructs among guests from Italy, Germany, and Austria, as respondents from these countries gave lower evaluations compared to domestic guests.
More specifi cally, the results of our study reveal that Croatian hotel guests assessed all the examined constructs and their items fairly highly. Such a result might be culturally based and biased: it is not surprising that Croatian individuals evaluate the analyzed variables with the highest scores when assessing hotels in Croatia. However, one item of brand image was assessed rather poorly by Croatian guests when compared to the guests of other nationalities, i.e. excessive service. This fi nding suggests that hotel managers should try to provide superior service to Croatian guests. When addressing this aspect, they should not only meet, but rather exceed guests' expectations.
In addition, our fi ndings show that Italian guests assigned the lowest scores to a number of items, such as: brand image consistency, suitable for high-class, and luxury hotel. Hotel marketers should therefore insure a consistent brand image within their marketing communications programs directed to the Italian market; meanwhile, they should avoid the delivery of confl icting messages from diff erent marketing communication sources, which might have created confused brand positions and company images in the minds of Italian customers. Moreover, they should ensure superior quality to meet the luxury hotel standards, such as attractive design, high-quality furnishings, outstanding dining, and enriched service.
Regarding the evaluations of German and Austrian hotel guests, consistency of marketing communication tools and channels, and all brand awareness items have scored the lowest mean values, compared to those obtained from Croatian and Italian customers. On the one hand, these fi ndings suggest that marketers of upscale Croatian hotels need to deliver a consistent message to German and Austrian customers when using various communications tools, such as advertising, PR, direct marketing, etc. and channels, like the Internet, TV, radio, brochures and catalogues, etc. This will also help project a consistent image in this specifi c target market. On the other hand, marketers need to enhance their communication strategies in order to increase brand awareness and familiarity among German and Austrian clients and prospects. This should be accomplished by a more intensive communication campaign, based on a close scrutiny of the stages of the customers' buying process, which should not be limited to brand awareness only, but should also embrace information search and the purchase itself. Furthermore, the results show some items being rated poorly by the guests from Germany and Austria, such as: feeling special, big and spacious, calm and relaxing. The cultural background of these respondents might explain some of these fi ndings, as the notion of space and calm are understood rather diff erently in Northern European countries, including Germany and Austria, and Southern European countries like Italy and Croatia. However, Croatian managers should pay more attention when interacting with German and Austrian customers, making sure that they get the impression of being known and valued, as this item reached a low score.
Finally, this study has a series of limitations which should be considered in future research. A greater number of hotel guests, according to their national culture, should be reached in order to obtain a more representative sample. Hotel guests from other geographical settings should also be included. In addition, causal relationships between the examined constructs should not be overlooked.
